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For their defeats at Dundee and Elandslaagte the Boers
took their revenge at Nicholson's Nek only about a week
later, when they nearly annihilated a British force 1,200
strong.
Sir George White, who was in command at Ladysmith,
was forced to retire from Farquhar's Farm, and early in
November Ladysmith would have fallen to the attack of 20,000
Boers but for the timely arrival of a naval brigade with two
4.7 inch guns for which Captain Percy Scott of H.M.S. Terrible
had furnished some special field mountings. The Boers had
been attacking the town with Long Toms capable of throwing
a 96-lb. shell a distance of 12,000 yards, to which the garrison
could reply with only light field-guns throwing a 15-lb. shell
6,000 yards. The two naval weapons made all the difference,
and Sir George White settled down to the task of defence
until British reinforcements could come to his relief.
General Buller reached the Cape on October 30, with an army
corps of 40,000 men and 114 guns. It was expected that the
Boers would submit in face of such a force, but nothing was
further from their thoughts. Lord Methuen in attempting
to relieve Kimberley nearly lost his Highland brigade at
Magersfontein ; Gatacre in an advance upon Stormberg lost
720 men and a couple of guns; and Buller himself on the
way to Ladysmith suffered a crushing defeat at Colenso, in
which he lost 1,100 men and u guns.
The Boers were proving themselves to be the finest
irregular troops in the world ; they had a perfect knowledge
of the difficult country; and the non-combatant population
supplied them with intelligence of which their astute generals
took fullest advantage.
Realising the seriousness of the situation, the British
Government sent out four complete divisions of regulars,
about a thousand each of yeomanry and volunteers \ twelve
thousand Canadians and Australians; and twenty thousand